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Danielle Dagenais Evan
The basketball swished smoothly through the hoop,
"Nice one!" Brad caught the ball as it fell out of the net's grasp and passed it
easily back to Evan, The two trees that jutted out from the woods surrounding the
house and into the driveway marked the three point line, Evan moved his large
form over a few feet, his sneakers shuffling across the blacktop, to stand just
outside the two trees and let another shot arch gracefully through the air and
swish again through the hoop,
The "court" was dim, sunlight only filtering through the air thick with leaves
and branches. It took great skill and practice to toss the basketball just right so as
to miss the low hanging branches and still hit the backboard, Evan usually
ignored the backboard altogether, opting to drop the ball silently over the rim and
watch it swing loose in the net.
They took turns tossing the ball, occasionally blocking shots in an informal
version of one-on-one. I smiled from my seat on the steps by the front door,
partially hidden from their view by the "Just Married" sign on the back of my
Aunt Lisa and new Uncle Hugh's decorated Buick. It never struck me until that
moment, waiting for a family wedding to begin, that some people might be
uncomfortable around my cousin, Evan. And at that moment, I was very glad that
my boyfriend, Brad, wasn't. I don't even think anyone warned him that Evan was
a little "slow" (no one ever spoke the word "retarded" at family gatherings). I
guess we were so used to Evan that he was just "Evan" to the family.
When Evan was little, Aunt Dory, like any mother, I suppose, refused to
listen to a single worry about his development. I can vaguely remember awkward
silences at the dinner table during the Dagenais Clan gatherings. Aunt DolY
would sit there, looking at some spot immediately behind Grandma Arlene's head
while the carefully stated worries about Evan's development were finally aired.
She could not accept that he was not where he should be developmentally, and
clung to the hope that not all toddlers walk and talk by the age of two. Grandma
would talk and talk, but Aunt DolY wouldn't listen.
I remember Evan a happy baby. He would walk around the house babbling
expressively. We never understood a word, but he was so persuasive in his
mannerisms and intonations that we became convinced that the problem wasn't
that he couldn't learn English, but that we couldn't learn Evan.
"Blish in chasa duga," Evan would say, looking into our eyes and waving his
hands expressively.
"Really?" we'd ask, stepping into his world.
"Dodododo dumba. Evan would walk away, nodding to himself as if
agreeing that we just didn't understand.
It
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nodding to himself as if

I remember Evan as a little boy always laughing and playing with the rest of us
like any "normal" grandkid. He had, and still has, a pudginess to his face and
awkwardness in his movements that I now recognize as representative of his
disability. But at the time, his looks and demeanor were only indicative of
"Evan." His "slowness" only became apparent to me when my sister, Brie, who is
nearly two years younger than Evan, began to exceed him in maturity and
intellect. He did eventually take the tests he needed to take and was placed in a
classroom where he'd get the instruction he needed.
The only person who openly made fun of Evan was his older brother, Eric.
There were occasions, away from adult supervision, when childish spitefulness
would erupt and Eric would employ the taboo word. It was probably Eric's own
awkwardness and insecurity that prompted him to strike out at the only person
more awkward than he. When Eric called Evan "retarded," Even wouldn't cry
and run to his parents. He would look at the ground, shake his blond head, and
sputter, "You're so stupid, Eric. Yes you are. Geez!"
Evan was never babied by anyone but Aunt Dory. and even she overcame her
protectiveness. I don't think Evan ever thought of himself as being much different
than the rest of us, except that he had a lot more fun at his school, playing games
and learning, as Evan put it, "easy stuff, like playing Lite-Brite." He would spend
hours at Grandma's dining room table sorting colors and jabbing them into the
holes until the picture was apparent to him, if no one else. He built sand castles,
went swimming, played basketball and hot box, built forts in the woods, and
houses out of blankets right along with the rest of us. He loved to tell stupid jokes
and really "cleaned up" when playing Grandma's Bingo game.
Despite his ability to accurately perform "normal" kid activities, he'd still run
into people who would treat him like an infant, carefully enunciating their words
and simplifying their sentences when they first met. Evan would look back at
them with wide, sarcastic blue eyes and just as carefully enunciate, "I'm... not...
stupid."
Various friends of the Clarkdale Tribe e,f the Dagenais Clan (my two
parents, two siblings, and myself) have met Evan during Dagenais Clan
gatherings over the years. Through this time I have come to recognize two typical
underestimations of Evan. Some avoid him, upon introduction looking quickly to
the next person, believing he'll never notice their quick dismissal. Others view
him as an overgrown child, trying to "cuddle" with him, or talking ''baby talk" as
if that's all he could understand. They are the ones who end up feeling stupid
when Evan pushes them roughly aside, wiping away their kisses and
complaining, "What's their problem? Sheesh. " Despite their belief in his eternal
childishness, Evan harbors the same disdain for pinched cheeks and oh-my-how
you've-growns as any other growing boy. His favorite response to condescension
is his version of, "Dub, isn't that obvious," which consists of him slapping his
forehead loudly with his palm and shouting, "Duh-yee!" The obvious sarcasm in
this simple comment is usually enough to make even the most uptight blush.
These people stereotype Evan into a category consisting of whatever
characteristics they associate with the mentally retarded. They rarely take the
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time to get to know him as a person, or even give him a chance to establish
himself as a living, breathing, thinking individual.
At fifteen years old, Evan experiences much more prejudice than he ever did
as a little boy harbored in the protective anns of a family who loves him. He
doesn't make eye contact when he's uncomfortable, but that doesn't mean that
he's not paying attention. Evan is at least six feet tall and rather large. He's lost
much of his awkwardness, but still shakes his head when he's excited. He collects
comic books and baseball cards. He plays Nintendo religiously, but can argue the
benefits of owning a Sega-Genesis, probably due to long-term debate and
persuasive techniques applied to his parents. In most ways, Evan is a "normal"
(whatever that term means) teenage boy.
Watching Evan play basketball so comfortably with Brad, I realized that, for
the first time in my life, someone has refused to rely on a label and gotten to
know Evan as a person, without prejudice or preconception. Maybe it was best
not to "warn" Brad about Evan's "disability." That day, in the midst of the chaos
of wedding preparations, two young men played basketball to avoid being put to
work. Two young men complained about having to wear ties and dress shoes.
Two young men met for the first time.
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